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That’s	it.			We	spend	141	pages	with	these	people	and	we	don’t	even	know	their	names.		In	an	interview	I	read	with	Sibblies	Drury,	she	explains:			 I…wanted	to	have	the	performers—	the	real	performers	performing	the		 actors	in	the	room—remove	character	from	their	portrayal.	A	very		 traditional	approach	to	creating	a	character	is	where	you	separate	from		 yourself,	and	you	say,	‘Oh,	I’m	playing	this	guy	named	Timmy,	for	breakfast	
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	 he	had	Wheaties,	his	backpack	has	a	Led	Zeppelin	CD	in	it,	and,	oh,	a	comb		 that’s	missing	some	of	the	teeth.’	You	create	all	of	these	very	specific	traits		 and	ticks	and	backstory	so	that	you	can	embody	this	thing	that	is	not	you.		 I	was	much	more	interested	in	having	the	performers	working	on	the	play		 mold	the	circumstances	that	were	required	for	the	play	to	function	onto		 themselves,	if	that	makes	sense.”		In	my	casting	director	days,	I	always	privately	lamented	directors	who	thought	too	narrowly	about	character—so	I	was	excited	to	have	such	apparently	broad	parameters	for	my	casting	search.	Jackie	seemed	to	say	that	she	believed	anybody	who	fit	these	demographics	could	play	the	roles.	But	as	I	looked	more	closely,	I	realized—minimal	biography	aside—the	special	skills	and	intangible	casting	needs	for	We	Are	Proud…are	extremely	specific,	and	therefore,	it’s	a	challenging	piece	to	cast	in	a	fixed	pool.			***		To	clarify	exactly	what	I	needed,	I	used	categories	for	my	working	breakdown	that	I	developed	as	a	casting	director.			First,	I	wrote	down	all	of	the	facts	the	playwright	provides	about	the	characters’	demographics	and	biography.			Then,	I	described	what	each	character	wants,	their	obstacles,	and	if/how	they	change	in	the	play.			On	this	project,	it	was	also	useful	to	think	about	the	character’s	stereotype	and	archetype	(for	example:		The	Aryan	Ingénue	and	the	Angry	Black	Man).	More	
importantly,	I	noted	the	characters’	primary	function	in	the	group—the	critic,	the	peacemaker,	the	comic	relief,	the	outsider,	the	driving	force	behind	the	action,	or	the	nearly	immovable	opposition.	This	ended	up	being	the	most	useful	category	for	
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arguing	in	the	casting	session—I	knew	how	each	actor	was	necessary	to	make	the	play	work.			Then,	I	recorded	the	special	skills	or	areas	of	virtuosity	each	role	required.		Actor	One	needed	to	be	able	to	rap	and	hold	up	the	opposition.	Actor	Two	needed	to	be	a	political	firebrand,	romantic	lead,	and	willing	to	perform	the	action	with	the	noose	at	the	end	of	the	play.	Actor	Three	needed	to	be	transformational	and	able	to	impersonate	a	black	grandmother.	Actor	4	needed	to	be	hugely	constructive	and,	ideally,	lighter-skinned	than	Actor	2.	Actor	5	needed	to	be	able	to	sing	and	play	an	instrument.	Actor	6	needed	to	be	a	boss.	Ideally,	they	would	all	be	good	singers	and	movers.			Finally,	I	knew	intangibles	were	essential	on	this	project.	I	needed	mature	team	players	who	understood	and	valued	the	politics	of	the	play.			I	chose	sides	based	off	of	the	information	in	this	breakdown,	and	began	to	think	about	how	I	would	approach	talking	to	actors	about	their	feelings	about	the	material.	How	the	actors	talked	about	the	show	would	be	as	important	as	their	audition.		***		Normally,	I	feel	most	confident	when	I’m	casting.	I	have	a	knack	for	seeing	actors	and	characters	more	specifically	than	others,	and	using	that	unique	knowledge	that	deepen	my	ability	to	cast	them.	But	this	show	was	different.	This	time,	I	knew	I	was	auditioning,	too.	Actors	were	nervous	about	the	content	of	the	show,	and	my	identity	as	a	white	student	did	nothing	to	put	them	at	ease.	I	needed	to	prove	to	potential	cast	members	that	they	could	trust	me.			I	remembered	listening	to	Issac	Gomez	during	a	panel	TTS	hosted	earlier	in	the	year	about	collaborating	on	racially	sensitive	work.	He	advocated	for	radical	
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transparency	in	rehearsal:	making	a	space	where	you	could	say	and	hear	hard	things.	A	space	where	people	didn’t	hide	problems,	but	acknowledged	and	tried	to	solve	them.	A	space	where	people	took	responsibility	for	their	words	and	actions.	I	decided	to	start	conjuring	that	space	in	auditions.		I	began	each	session	by	thanking	the	actors	for	their	bravery	and	acknowledging	that	we	were	tackling	complicated	material.	When	I	was	particularly	interested	in	an	actor,	I	made	time	to	talk	to	them	about	the	play.	What	did	they	think	about	the	
script?	About	the	politics	of	it?	Did	anything	scare	them?	One	person	at	a	time,	I	showed	people	that	I	wanted	to	hear	them	and	understood	the	delicacy	of	the	journey	ahead.			I	particularly	impressed	by	Ayanna,	a	BFA	fourth	year	actress,	in	the	role	of	Actor	6.	We	had	a	good	conversation	after	her	audition,	but	I’d	heard	from	many	sources	that	she	did	not	want	to	be	cast	in	We	Are	Proud…She	had	concerns	about	the	play	and	she	was	tired	of	working	on	racially	specific	roles	with	non-African	American	directors.	Despite	our	positive	exchange,	I	left	her	near	the	bottom	of	my	list.	This	play	required	total	buy-in.		As	my	callback	deliberations	loomed,	I	was	distressed.	My	list	of	actresses	for	Actor	6	was	small.	And	I	couldn’t	stop	thinking	about	Ayanna’s	audition.		As	I	voiced	my	concerns	to	the	team,	Olivia,	the	costume	designer,	spoke	up	with	news.	Ayanna	sought	her	out	on	a	break.	She’d	changed	her	mind.	After	our	conversation,	her	concerns	dissipated.	She	realized	how	vital	the	message	of	the	play	was,	and	she	felt	safe	working	on	it	with	me.	She	trusted	me.		Two	days	later,	I	cast	her.				
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Rehearsal		On	this	project	more	then	ever,	I	knew	I	needed	strong	individual	relationships	with	the	actors.	I	set	up	forty-minute	meetings	with	each	actor	to	share	our	ideas,	instincts	and	questions	about	the	play.		Since	the	script	provides	little	biography,	I	knew	the	David	Ball	bones	I	learned	from	Kimberly	would	be	especially	important	in	revealing	character.	At	the	close	of	first	rehearsal,	I	explained	that	they	should	prepare	for	our	individual	meetings	the	next	day	by	making	a	list	of	all	of	the	actions	their	character	takes.	Those	meetings	inevitably	turned	to	discussing	their	character’s	relationships	and	backstory	with	the	rest	of	the	ensemble.	Over	and	over,	every	actor	(with	the	exception	of	Keith,	who	played	Actor	4)	claimed,	“I	don’t	think	I	really	know	Actor	4.”		Initially,	I	was	surprised	by	this	perceived	void,	but	then	I	realized	the	easiest	relationships	to	spot	in	the	play	are	defined	by	conflict.	Actor	4	is	remarkably	accommodating,	so	has	the	fewest	clashes	early	in	the	play.	Luckily,	in	my	bones	analysis,	I	wrote	down	who	defended	or	yes	and-ed	whom	throughout	the	play.	I	was	able	to	point	out	that	Actors	3,	4	and	5	were	extremely	supportive	of	each	other’s	art	and	repeatedly	defended	each	other.	Out	of	this	information,	we	decided	they	were	roommates.	Anytime	we	discussed	the	end	of	the	play,	Chloe,	Keith	and	Arie	marveled,	“How	are	they	going	to	live	together	after	this?”			***		Three	days	into	rehearsal	my	assistant	directors	came	to	me	crying	on	lunch	break.	They	felt	uncomfortable	because	of	their	whiteness	(or	white-passing-ness,	in	Daniela’s	case).	They	didn’t	know	how	to	participate,	and	they	didn’t	feel	they	had	the	right	to	help	tell	this	story.		
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I	repeated	that	they	were	always	welcome	to	participate	in	tablework,	as	we’d	discussed	before	rehearsal.	I	reminded	them	that	this	was	a	story	about	our	American	history	of	violence—a	history	they	shared	with	everyone	in	the	room.	I	re-outlined	their	concrete	responsibilities	for	the	rest	of	the	process.	They	continued	to	cry.		Tania	Richard,	the	cultural	consultant	on	the	production,	noticed	their	distress	from	across	the	room	and	joined	our	conversation.	They	reiterated	their	concerns.	Tania	wisely	responded,	“Of	course	you’re	uncomfortable.	You’re	fighting	your	instinct	to	self-protect	by	denying	or	diminishing	the	scope	of	the	problem.	But	discomfort	isn’t	all	bad.	Sometimes	you	have	to	lean	into	it,	because	discomfort	is	where	the	change	
happens.”		***		We	weathered	crisis	after	crisis	through	the	process,	and	there	was	only	one	time	I	was	truly	worried	that	I	was	losing	my	ensemble.			After	a	month	of	personal	tragedy	and	sporadic	attendance,	the	actress	playing	Actor	5	decided	to	leave	the	production.	On	Sunday	morning,	I	told	the	cast	about	her	decision.	They	were	surprised	and	concerned	for	their	fellow	actor,	but	largely	seemed	to	understand	that	these	things	happen	and	you	just	have	to	keep	working.	Unfortunately,	unlike	my	experience	on	Circle	Mirror,	we	hadn’t	finished	staging	the	play.			Tuesday	night,	we	met	Tuckie,	the	actress	taking	over	the	role	of	Actor	5,	for	the	first	time.	We	needed	her	to	jump	into	the	deep	end	with	us.	For	weeks,	we’d	been	scheduled	to	begin	staging	the	last	25	pages,	which	is	full	of	fight	and	dance	choreography,	that	night.	I	knew	the	cast	was	nervous	about	this	work.			
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After	introductions,	Ayanna	spoke	up.	She	said	she	wanted	to	re-affirm	how	strongly	she	believed	in	the	mission	of	the	end	of	the	play—we	go	to	such	extremes	to	show	the	audience	the	depth	of	the	violence	in	our	history.	Others	joined	in	with	similar	affirmations.		I	felt	relieved	we	still	shared	an	understanding	about	the	last	scene,	so	I	wrapped	up	the	conversation	quickly.	I	didn’t	want	to	make	the	choreographer	wait.				As	the	night	went	on,	I	could	feel	the	actors	getting	frustrated	by	the	technical	demands	of	the	choreography.	Everything	else	in	the	piece	was	generated	organically	through	ensemble	work,	so	this	was	a	very	different	way	of	working.		The	next	day,	we	came	in	and	I	could	tell	the	frustration	hadn’t	dissipated	overnight.	So,	I	started	the	day	by	asking	if	people	had	thoughts	or	questions	about	the	day’s	work.	Sam	immediately	asked,	“Why	are	we	dancing?”			Arie	had	obviously	heard	this	complaint	earlier	in	the	day	and	jumped	in	before	I	could:	“Probably	because	it	says	in	the	script,	‘They	dance.’”			Ayanna	vented	back,	“But	why?	I	spend	this	whole	play	trying	to	make	something	
real	and	just	as	we’re	about	to	get	to	the	really	dangerous,	true	stuff,	we	start	dancing	instead.”		I	realized	we	hadn’t	talked	nearly	enough	about	the	form	of	the	end	of	the	play.	And	more	than	that,	I	surprised	myself	more	than	I	ever	have	in	rehearsal	by	defending	the	post-dramatic.	“We	go	to	this	heightened,	ritual	place	where	we	channel	the	past.	We	need	to	dance	and	sing,	because	the	problem	that	we	are	expressing	is	too	big	to	simply	be	represented	realistically.	Racism	in	America	isn’t	a	problem	that	two	people	(or	six	people)	have	with	each	other.	It	is	a	history	that	each	of	us	carry	inside	of	us	that	is	centuries	old.	If	we	tried	to	tackle	the	problem	through	realistic	scene	work,	we’d	be	reducing	the	scope	of	the	problem.	It	would	be	an	interpersonal	
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truth,	rather	than	a	societal	one.	The	form	is	bigger	than	us	as	individual	characters,	because	so	is	the	problem.”			And	for	the	first	time,	I	really	understood	why	I	needed	to	learn	from	post-dramatic	theatre.	I	might	never	make	a	fully	post-dramatic	play,	but	I	sure	do	need	to	know	how	to	steal	from	it.		****			Weathering	absent	actresses,	cast	changes,	and	ten	thousand	issues	with	institutional	politics,	I	hopped	from	one	crisis	to	the	next.	The	directing	ethics	I	named	for	myself	in	Chekhov	got	me	through	some	very	difficult	patches	in	this	rehearsal	process.			I	also	added	one	to	my	list:	Keep	your	own	fear	and	any	institutional	conflict	outside	of	the	rehearsal	room.	The	actors	don’t	need	to	be	involved	in	problems	it’s	not	their	job	to	solve.	JUST	KEEP	WORKING.		We	finished	the	play	and	ran	it	for	the	first	time	the	night	before	tech.	We	were	still	in	rough	shape,	but	we	trusted	that	all	of	our	work	would	manifest	with	repetition.	We	trusted	that	since	we	knew	where	we	were	headed,	we	were	destined	to	get	there.	We	trusted	that	addressing	small	details	in	our	work	would	make	a	big	difference.	We	kept	working,	even	when	it	looked	like	we	were	doomed	to	fail.		***		Tech	saved	us.	(Which	is	a	sentence	I	never	thought	I’d	say.)		The	design	team	and	I	had	laid	so	much	groundwork	that	we	were	able	to	draft	the	show	relatively	quickly.		The	room	was	positive	and	collaborative,	and	the	actors	reacted	like	it	was	Christmas	morning	anytime	a	particularly	spot-on	technical	
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element	was	added.	In	spare	seconds,	I	was	onstage	re-choreographing,	doing	scene	work,	or	re-framing	a	moment.	The	designers	understood	how	much	acting	work	still	needed	to	be	done,	and	worked	to	get	us	that	time	after	DTAD.			Our	work	list	remained	extensive	heading	into	previews.	But	we	never	allowed	ourselves	to	give	in	to	despair	or	take	our	foot	off	the	gas.		***		I	drank	two	glasses	of	wine	before	I	came	to	opening	night.	This	was	the	most	alcohol	I’d	consumed	in	over	a	year.	Weeks	worth	of	adrenaline	quieted	in	my	veins.	I	had	done	all	I	could.	It	was	time	for	me	to	be	an	audience	member.		As	the	lights	went	down	and	I	watched	our	work,	I	almost	started	to	cry.	I’d	dreamed	about	this	play	for	so	long,	and	I	was	so	incredibly	proud	of	what	I	saw	onstage.	The	rules	of	the	world	were	consistent.	The	design	was	vibrant	and	cohesive.	The	events	were	clear	and	surprising.	There	were	different	modes	of	performance	with	different	physical	lives.	It	was	expressive,	truthful,	funny,	surprising,	and	deeply	upsetting.			The	next	weekend,	TTS	applicants	flooded	the	building.	Nathan,	Michael,	Jacob,	Jeremy	and	I	assembled	in	the	conference	room	to	meet	the	directing	candidates	for	dinner.	As	we	ate	and	mingled,	one	of	the	potential	directors	asked	me	how	I	felt	now	that	my	thesis	was	open.			“Hmmm…”I	replied,	“It’s	sort	of	unreal.	One	of	the	hardest	parts	of	grad	school	for	me	was	that	it’s	so	intense,	it	can	be	difficult	to	see	your	own	growth.	It	was	scary	at	times	not	knowing	if	all	of	the	blood,	sweat	and	tears	are	actually	paying	off	in	your	work.	But	seeing	this	play	come	together	was	revelatory,	because	I	know	I	absolutely	could	not	have	directed	it	before	I	came	back	to	school.”		
	 43	
“Really?	How	do	you	mean?”		I	thought	back	to	the	version	of	myself	that	had	been	so	stumped	by	Smudge	four	years	before.	That	Erin	Kraft	probably	wouldn’t	have	been	able	to	lead	a	healthy	process	on	such	complicated	material.	She	never	would	have	been	able	to	articulate	how	the	play’s	changing	and	blurring	realities	worked.	She	wouldn’t	have	known	how	to	build	the	more	abstract	pieces	of	their	performance.		She	would	have	been	terrified	of	the	technical	demands	at	the	end	of	play.			I	explained	this	to	the	prospective	student	and	then	I	said,	“I	feel	like	a	whole	new	director.	I	had	a	very	narrow	range	before	school.	I	thought	I	came	to	DePaul	to	learn	the	RIGHT	WAY	to	direct	one	type	of	play.	But	now,	I	feel	like	I	have	so	many	tools,	I	can	figure	out	how	to	do	anything	I	want.”																			
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CHAPTER	FOUR:	THE	END	OF	THIRD	YEAR		The	Middle	of	the	Night	Again,	Again		It’s	5:30	AM	and	I	desperately	wish	I	weren’t	awake.	My	new	baby,	Dominic,	cries	every	time	I	try	to	put	him	in	his	crib.	So,	even	though	I	worry	about	creating	bad	habits,	I	let	him	sleep	beside	me	in	the	bed	in	our	long,	narrow	room.		I’m	too	tired	to	fall	back	asleep,	but	opening	my	laptop	to	work	wakes	the	baby.	Ugh.		Oh	well.	I	adjust	my	process	so	that	I	can	accomplish	something.	Instead	of	obsessively	recording	thoughts	and	questions	as	I	read,	I	just	visualize	moments	onstage.	Then,	as	I	eventually	drift	away,	I	hope	I	remember	any	of	the	images	when	I	wake	up.				
The	Fairytale	Lives	of	Russian	Girls		The	last	play	I	directed	in	grad	school	was	The	Fairytale	Lives	of	Russian	Girls	by	Meg	Miroshnik.	It’s	a	fantastical	heroine’s	journey	about	girls	finding	agency	through	any	means	necessary.	In	this	magical,	highly	physical	world,	girls	date	bears,	fight	sentient	potatoes,	and	kill	wicked	witches	who	are	trying	to	eat	them.			As	I	pitched	the	play	in	Directing	Seminar,	I	said	that	I	was	drawn	to	it	partly	because	I	had	no	idea	how	to	direct	it.		Lisa	rolled	her	eyes	and	laughed	at	me.	“You	always	say	that,	Erin.”		And	I	realized	she	was	right.	I	do	love	certainty,	but	I	love	creating	puzzles	for	myself	more.			
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***		I	leaned	heavily	on	my	Small	Planet	analysis	to	begin	building	a	world	as	strange	and	delightful	as	the	script.			A	few	weeks	in,	my	advisor	Will	Davis	and	I	were	talking	about	how	I	could	explore	manifesting	my	analysis	even	further	in	the	staging.	He	spoke	so	passionately	about	Fuchs’	essay,	I	asked	if	he’d	be	willing	to	show	me	any	examples	of	how	he	uses	the	tool.	(I’d	been	obsessed	with	how	other	people	create	Small	Planets	ever	since	Kimberly	showed	me	hers	in	Directing	One.)			Will	just	squinted	at	me.	“Oh,	I	don’t	write	anything	down.	I	see	it	more	as	a	system	of	ethics	for	approaching	a	play.”		“How	do	you	mean?”		“Sometimes	you	look	at	a	world	and	you	think	you	see	a	watermelon,	but	then	the	play	tells	you	it’s	a	chair.	So	like	a	good	guest	in	anyone’s	home,	you	must	say,	‘Oh.	A	chair.	How	lovely.’	And	from	there,	you	look	at	the	chair.	And	you	look	at	how	people	treat	the	chair.	And	you	wonder	if	people	will	sit	in	it.	Eventually,	you	understand	something	new	about	the	world	of	the	play	works,	and	you	would	never	dare	to	call	that	chair	a	watermelon	or	think	about	eating	it	ever	again.”		I’d	just	found	another	director	who	I	admired	greatly	using	a	tool	I	loved	in	a	different	way.	But	unlike	my	experience	with	Kimberly	two	years	before,	I	felt	no	urgent	need	to	call	Elinor	Fuchs	for	clarity.	Will	could	do	whatever	worked	for	him.	And	so	could	I.			***		
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I	literally	looked	at	my	Six	Questions	every	day	before	Fairytale	Lives	rehearsals.	It	was	such	a	liquid	beast	of	a	play,	I	needed	a	constant	reminder	of	what	I	was	trying	to	make.			Of	course,	by	this	point,	I’d	made	adjustments	to	the	questions	I’d	learned	in	Directing	One.	I’d	discovered	my	work	was	clearer	when	I	asked,	“What	is	the	compelling	question	of	the	play?”	instead	of	worrying	about	the	dramatic	question	first.	Also,	I’d	given	myself	permission	to	think	of	the	audience	as	individuals.	Now,	I	usually	had	several	answers	to	“What	effect	do	you	want	to	have	on	the	audience?”	in	order	to	speak	to	different	demographics	in	different	ways.	As	a	result	of	these	changes,	I’d	stopped	worrying	about	whether	my	analysis	was	right—I	just	wanted	it	to	be	useful,	revealing,	and	exciting	to	me.		We’d	spent	weeks	trying	to	crack	some	of	the	more	peculiar	leaps	the	characters	make.	We’d	tried	crafting	dozens	of	different	triggers,	but	each	felt	as	forced	as	the	last.	Finally,	during	a	notes	session	I	proposed,	“I	think	I	have	a	presumption	about	good	acting	that	isn’t	helping	us	on	this	play.	We’re	crafting	scenes	so	that	we	can	take	all	of	our	changes	off	of	our	partners.		But	trying	to	be	so	faithfully	psychological	seems	to	be	flattening	those	moments	out.	Our	ideas	about	causality	just	aren’t	working.	Maybe	in	this	world,	following	our	impulses	is	more	important	than	being	able	to	explain	to	the	audience	where	they	came	from.”		Emily,	one	of	the	actors,	leapt	in	to	second	this	conclusion.	We	talked	for	a	while,	and	the	conversation	ended	with	a	permission	I	never	thought	my	hyper-concrete	mind	could	give:	“It’s	okay	if	sometimes	the	answer	to	‘Why?’	is	‘Because.’”							
	 47	
Conclusion		I	thought	I	was	coming	to	grad	school	to	learn	the	right	way	to	direct	plays.	Instead,	I	learned	that	there	is	no	one	size	fits	all	approach	to	directing.	There	are	as	many	ways	for	me	to	direct	a	play	as	there	are	plays	in	the	world.			I	leave	grad	school	without	a	singular	process.	Thank	god.	My	takeaways	are	far	more	interesting.		I	take	away	a	sharper	awareness	and	articulation	of	my	vision.	I	create	humane,	surprising	productions	filled	with	complex	characters	and	sharp	turns.	I	think	every	play	is	an	ensemble	play.	I’m	fascinated	by	people	in	community,	the	search	for	beauty	in	a	petty	world,	and	storytelling.	I’m	obsessed	with	truth	and	in	a	never-ending	battle	with	the	unknown.		I	take	away	a	variety	of	analytical	tools	to	use	and	manipulate	as	I	see	fit.	I	can	organize	my	thoughts	about	a	play	for	a	team	using	The	Six	Questions.	I	can	see	new	worlds	with	A	Visit	to	a	Small	Planet.	I	can	identify	structure	with	Aristotle,	Katie	Mitchell,	David	Ball,	Joseph	Campbell,	or	any	other	system	I	devise.			I	take	away	my	directing	ethics.	I	aim	to	give	all	actors	the	same	respect	and	attention,	but	tailor	my	process	to	their	specific	strengths.	I	strive	to	be	honest.	And	decisive.	I	work	to	activate	egalitarian	rooms,	because	I	believe	they	are	the	most	creative.	I	try	to	lead	with	curiosity.	When	the	going	gets	tough,	I	aspire	to	keep	my	own	fear	out	of	the	rehearsal	room	and	just	keep	working.			Most	of	all,	I	take	away	a	far	more	open	mind.	I	can’t	wait	to	see	where	it	leads	me.					
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